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Madam Chairwoman: ' 

I am pleased to be here today to discuss the Bureau of the 

Census' planned 1985 pretests for the 1990 Decennial Census. I am 

accompanied by Mr. Jack Kaufman who is responsible for the GAO 

audits at the Bureau of the Census. The Constitution requires that 

the decennial census provide a population count for the apportion- 

ment of the Congress. In addition, by law, census data are used in 

determining political representation at other levels and in distri- 

buting governmental funds. The Bureau must make every effort, 

therefore, to insure that the basic count and other critical data 

collected are as accurate as possible. . 
In response to your request and your subsequent direction, my 

comments will focus on the pretests and are based on our prior 

audit efforts. 

PLANNED PRETESTS 

The primary emphasis of the two planned 1985 pretests in 

Jersey City, New Jersey, and Tampa, Florida, will be on a two-stage 

census and on automation, respectively. The Bureau is testing a 

two-stage census because, theoretically, a two-stage enumeration 

I could improve census accuracy. A two-stage census is one involving 
I b 

two questionnaires --one distributed to the entire population and a 

second one distributed subsequently to a sample of the population. 

/ In a two-stage census the households in the sample are required to 
/ I respond to two different questionnaires. The 1980 census was a 

/ one-stage census. Although it involved two different question- 
1 / I naires they were distributed simultaneously--one to a sample of 

1 



the population and the other to the balance of the population. 

Each household was required to respond to only one questionnaire. 

Automation of census data processing is much more possible now 

*than when the 1980 census was taken because of technological 

advances since the 1970's. Through automation the Bureau has an 

opportunity to reduce census costs in terms of 1980 dollars and to 

expedite the release of census information to users. In the pre- 

tests, the Bureau proposes to test automation of data Processing 

previously done manually. 

I will initially discuss our views on the two-stage census and 

next address automation. In particular I will highlight question- 

naire design, which is the crucial aspect of the two-stage census 

and which will directly influence the automation procedures. 

TWO-STAGE CENSUS 

In our May 5, 1976, report on Programs to Reduce the Decennial 

Census Undercount (GGD-76072), we indicated that questionnaire 

length and complexity could increase the undercount problem in 

1980. We therefore recommended that the Census Bureau consider 

using a two-stage questionnaire for the 1980 census. At that time 
. . 

we proposed that the Bureau develop two questionnaires--a short, b 
simple one dealing solely with the population count, and a longer, 

detailed form dealing with population and housing characteristics. 

The longer form might be distributed to all hou,seholds or to a sam- 

ple. We believed that a two-stage approach might be more effective 

because the population count is the key objective and should be 

done as simply and quickly as possible. Simplifying and shortening 

the first stage might encourage greater public cooperation and 
.. 
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thereby improve the accuracy of the population counts. Moreover, 

the shorter form would allow quicker processing and thus more time 

for Bureau and local officials to review the preliminary counts. 

The Bureau did not agree with the recommendation on the basis 

that a two-stage census would add to the cost and complexity of the 

census and that, furthermore, it saw little evidence of any 

signif icant gains to be realized. 

In the 1980 census, about 81 percent of the nation's housing 

units received the short forms which contained 19 population and 

housing questions. The other 19 percent received the long form 

which contained all the questions on the short form as well as 20 

additional questions about the housing unit and 26 additional ques- 

tions pertaining to each household member. We note that, of the 64 

million questionnaires that were returned by mail in the 1980 cen- 

sus, only 13 percent of the short forms did not meet the Bureau's 

standards for completeness. On the other hand, 36 percent of the 

long forms did not meet these criteria. 

Subsequently the Bureau reconsidered the views of those who 

have advocated the two-stage census, and decided it needed some 

good solid research on the subject to evaluate the merit of the 

technique. The Bureau plans to test the two-stage census technique b 

next year in Jersey City, New Jersey, to determine whether it in- 

creases the accuracy and efficiency of the census process in areas 

where it has been difficult to obtain accurate counts. The test is 

designed to compare the two-stage with the one-stage census in 

terms of speed and cost as well as the completeness of the counts 

and the quality of the data collected. The Bureau will first mail 



a short form similar in content to the one used in the 1980 census 

to every household. A few weeks later the Bureau will send long 

forms to a one-in-six household sample. Thus, in the 1985 test, 

some households will be filling out two different forms at dif- 

ferent times. 

We believe now as we did in 1976 that a test of the two-stage 

census is warranted, and we wish to commend the Bureau for its 

plans. We do have some concerns, however, about the test. 

Our primary concern centers on the size and content of the 

short form which will be used. We believe now, just as in 1976, 

that the short form should be limited to a few basic questions 

designed to obtain an accurate count of the population as required 

by the Constitution. We believe it should be smaller and simpler 

than the 1980 census short form, which contained numerous household 

questions extraneous to the basic count. For example, we feel that 

questions about plumbing facilities or the value and rent of hous- 

ing units increase the complexity of the questionnaire and thus 

tend to discourage response. 

We do not dispute the usefulness of such information; rather, 

we question.its inclusion on the short form. In an era when many 
1, 

of the nation's residents are recent immigrants grappling with the 

English language, and others in the inner cities are having prob- 

lems with reading comprehension, we believe the short form should 

be as simple and as brief as possible. We have attached as Exhibit 

I the household questions included on the 1980 census short form to 

highlight the information requested in that census and to focus on 
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the relative inappropriateness of such information on the short 

form. 

EFFORTS TO INCREASE AUTOMATION 

I will now direct my comments to the Bureau's 1985 pretest 

of increased automation for the next census. In our report of 

January 11, 1983, The Census Bureau Needs to Plan Now for a More 

Automated Census (GAO/GGD-83-lo), we stressed two points--the need 

in the next census for the Bureau to (1) automate many of the 

manual operations performed in the 1980 census and (2) proceed as 

quickly as possible with this increased automation because of the 

long lead time required to prepare for the census. In our report 

we identified the various data processing activities in the 1980 

census, including the various manual operations.. We showed that 

these operations were time consuming, costly, and subject to cleri- 

cal error because of the labor-intensive nature of the work. 

We have included as Exhibit 2 a chart depicting the time and 

costs for the three data processing phases in the 1980 census: 

district level, processing center level, and headquarters level. 

The greatest reliance on manual procedures occurred in the 409 dis- 
. t 

trict offices located throughout the country. Considerable manual 
b 

processing was also performed in the three processing centers in 

California, Indiana, and Louisiana. The Bureau used these centers 

to prepare the data for the eventual tabulation which was later 

accomplished at the Bureau's headquarters using large-scale compu- 

ters. 

For the 'district office data processing activities, the Bureau 

employed a staff of about 55,000 temporary employees at a costof 
._ .. 
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$106 million. This temporary staff manually performed about two 

dozen procedures associated with handling and processing question- 

naires. While some overlap occurred, each procedure could general- 

ly be classified as (1) receiving, controlling, or batching ques- 

tionnaires, (2) checking questionnaire completeness, (3) recording 

and compiling counts, or (4) other data manipulations. For exam- 

ple I editing returned questionnaires was a major procedure at the 

district offices. The Bureau spent $29.5 million to determine if 

the questionnaires met standards for completeness. At the peak of 

the editing workload, the Bureau employed about 37,000 clerks for 

this operation. As another example, about 3,400 clerks were 

involved in manually compiling preliminary counts. This operation 

cost about $6.9 million. 

Additional manual operations were performed at the three 

processing centers. The overall cost of these operations was $115 

million. Coding handwritten responses into machine-readable form 

was the most time consuming and expensive procedure performed at 

the centers. This manual operation involved about 3,000 clerks, 

cost $27.2 million, and took about 9 months to complete. The 

manual procedures were both time consuming and cumbersome. In addi- 

tion, due to the vast number of temporary employees and the multi- & 

tude of clerical functions involved, the operations tended to be 

error prone. a 

In our 1983 report on automating the decennial census, we 

recommended developing an automation plan for the 1990 census that 

would include.decision points for evaluating the acquisition, test- 

ing p and installation of ADP equipment. The Bureau's planned 1985 
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pretests will incorporate features to log-in returned question- 

naires, identify nonrespondents, perform early data entry and edit- 

ing r and provide automated preliminary counts. While these fea- 

tures address some of the manual inefficiencies mentioned in our 

report, we still have concerns about the tests. For example, it is 

unclear whether the Bureau will include automated procedures for 

coding written responses for such items as industry and occupa- 

tion. As discussed previously this coding operation was a major 

manual activity in the last census and thus provides a leading 

opportunity for improvement. 

Another major concern we have is whether the Bureau has 

scheduled sufficient time to implement automation procedures for 

the next census. Historically the Bureau and the Department of 

Commerce have taken 4 to 5 years to make automated equipment avail- 

able after its need was identified. This period was required to 

identify the type of equipment, develop specifications, request and 

evaluate proposals, award a contract, receive and install the hard- 

ware, test software, and train staff. Based on prior experience 

the Bureau needs to start its acquisition process no later than 

spring 1986 if the new equipment is to be 'available for.the next 

census. 1, 

We believe the Bureau cannot realistically define its ADP 

requirements until it has first decided what data will be.collected , 
in 1990. This decision is critical to determining the data work- 

load to be processed. The Bureau has announced that questionnaire 

content and design will not be tested until 1986. We question 

whether the Bureau will have sufficient time to complete the ADP 
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acquisition cycle if it postpones workload decisions until after 

the 1986 test. 

On a related point, we encourage the Bureau to incorporate in 

its 1985 pretest activity the newly automated maps. Census geogra- 

phy, including maps, has been a problem in the past few censuses. 

The difficulty stems from a need to accurately define the location 

of housing units on the ground so they can be correctly aggregated 

within the boundaries of congressional districts, cities, counties, 

and other jurisdictions. According to testimony previously pre- 

sented on May 24, 1984, to this subcommittee, the Bureau's first 

automated map file will be prepared for Florida. Thus the Tampa 

pretest in 1985, which will emphasize automation, seems to be an 

appropriate opportunity to try the automated maps. Early testing 

of the new automated map system would serve a most useful purpose. 

As a final comment, we wish the Bureau success in its pretest 

activities and hope it will consider the concerns we have presented 

today. 

This concludes my prepared statement, Madam Chairwoman. I 

will be happy to respond to any questions. 
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Source: U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census, Form D-l, 1980, p. 3. 
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* Some of the reports were released in 1984. 

Source: The Census Bureau Needs to Plan Now for a More Automated Census 
(GAO/GGD-83-10, Jan. II, 1983, p. 7.) 
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